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In its April 27 issue, the New York Times reports on the living and working conditions of Haitian
sugar cane plantation workers in Consuelito, Dominican Republic. Haitian workers cut and gather a
ton of cane for the equivalent of $2. Workers do not receive their wages in cash, but rather vouchers
from plantation owners, or the State Sugar Council. The vouchers are converted to cash at the
plantation canteen twice a month. Meanwhile, the workers live on credit advanced by the canteen.
The State Sugar Council owns and manages 12 large sugar plantation factories, formerly the
property of dictator Gen. Rafael Trujillo until his assassination in 1961. Today, sugar plantation
workers live in concrete barracks, and sleep in bare rooms on metal-framed bunk beds without
mattresses. Trujillo institutionalized the use of Haitian migrant labor in 1952 via an agreement
with the Duvalier dictatorship. By 1953, Santo Domingo was paying Jean-Claude Duvalier as much
as $2.25 million per year under the agreement. When Duvalier was deposed in 1986, the official
exchange of workers for money was effectively discontinued. However, the State Sugar Council
remains dependent on Haitian labor. According to Americas Watch, the Council has increased its
use of recruiters who are paid by the head to attract workers from southeastern Haiti. The Americas
Watch report said the recruiters promise good wages to young men, and usually fail to mention
that the work will be in the sugar industry. When the Haitian recruits arrive at the border, the
report said, the Dominican army is waiting for them. The soldiers load the workers into trucks,
and deposit them at one of the estimated 280 plantation villages in the Dominican countryside.
About 400,000 workers are needed every year to harvest the sugar crop. Americas Watch said that
an undetermined number are recruited as described above. Many others were simply rounded up
among the large numbers of Haitians residing in the Dominican Republic. Because Haitians are
perceived as illegal aliens, they "enjoy few rights."
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